Indigenous Film Festivals as Eco-Testimonial Encounter: The 2011 Native Film + Video Festival

Abstract
In struggles for political and cultural recognition many Indigenous groups employ visual media to make their concerns heard. Amongst these various channels for media activism are Indigenous film festivals which, in the words of festival coordinator Amalia Cόrdova, work to convey 'a sense of solidarity with Indigenous struggles' . Cόrdova's essay on Indigenous film festivals appears in the collection Film Festivals and Activism (2012) . In the introduction to the collection co-editor Leshu Torchin writes about activist festivals as testimonial encounters or fields of witnessing where the films offer testimony and the audiences serve as witnessing publics, 'viewers [who] take responsibility for what they have seen and become ready to respond' . To better understand how Indigenous film festivals embody these activist imperatives as eco-activism I consider the case of the 2011 Native American Film and Video Festival (NAFVF) with its special eco-themed focus Mother Earth in Crisis.
In my analysis of NAFVF I consider both the testimonies of the films and the festival context in which they are placed; by doing so I add to the growing scholarship in ecocinema studies which within the last ten years has become a legitimate and crucial aspect of ecocriticism's purview -though surprisingly, with little attention devoted to film festivals. Through this analysis, by articulating what I term the oblique testimony, I argue that Indigenous film festivals are often strongly reflective of the environmental concerns and hopes of Native peoples and suggest ecological engagements that place them in the terrain of environmental film festivals.
[excerpt]
Indigenous film festival as eco-testimonial encounter: The 2011 Native Film + Video Festival
In struggles for political and cultural recognition many Indigenous groups employ visual media to make their concerns heard. Amongst these various channels for media activism are Indigenous film festivals which, in the words of festival coordinator Amalia Cόrdova, work to convey 'a sense of solidarity with Indigenous struggles'. In my analysis of NAFVF I consider both the testimonies of the films and the festival context in which they are placed; by doing so I add to the growing scholarship in ecocinema studies which within the last ten years has become a legitimate and crucial aspect of ecocriticism's purview -though surprisingly, with little attention devoted to film festivals. [3] Through this analysis, by articulating what I term the oblique testimony, I argue that Indigenous film festivals are often strongly reflective of the environmental concerns and hopes of Native peoples and suggest ecological engagements that place them in the terrain of environmental film festivals.
The festival context: Testimonial archive
Since its inception in 1979 NAFVF has been hosted either biennially or triennially (depending on the logistics of staffing and funding). Based in New York City, which has one of the nation's largest Native American urban populations, [4] the festival is an initiative of the Film and Video Center, currently sponsored by the United States Smithsonian Institute's National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI). The festival follows its parent organisation's mission: to create a space for Native American media 'to combat stereotypes, to address an information gap in non-native society, and to reinforce the cultural heritage of the community'. [5] One might argue in the terms outlined by Bhaskar Sarkar and Janet Walker in their collection Documentary Testimonies: Global Archives of Suffering (2010) that NAFVF thus serves as a 'testimonial archive' or a place where the Native American community can both voice and record their own experiences of sufferingand healing (past and present) for both native and non-native audiences alike. [6] Over the years NAFVF has become a hub in the Indigenous film festival circuit along with festivals such as the American Indian Film Festival and at least 64 others located worldwide. [7] The selection of films at NAFVF is limited to the Americas, in keeping with its title and the general mission of the National Museum of the American Indian; however, the festival also accepts non-Indigenous productions. The program selection is framed by the belief that the 'dignified treatment of Indigenous themes' may outweigh 'Indigenous authorship'. [8] In four days, the 2011 festival showcased 100 films selected from more than 400 submitted, including work produced by both natives and non-natives.
NAFVF organisers use common threads in the submissions to help guide festival themes. [9] An overwhelming majority of films submitted for the 2011 festival depicted environmental struggles, leading to the special thematic focus Mother Earth in Crisis. In articulating this focus participants from across the Americas came together to share their stories. [10] The festival was open to the public and along with approximately 100 invited filmmakers drew both native and non-native audiences.
In creating the program the organisers planned a special afternoon symposium composed of films and a panel discussion about Indigenous struggles around rivers. Besides this eco-activist symposium the festival as a whole was replete with films that explicitly addressed environmental concerns; it also included films that are not as easy to shoehorn into traditional environmental categories, highlighting instead social themes such as language loss, violence against women, alcohol use, and generational misunderstandings. However, festival director Elizabeth Weatherford acknowledged that an environmental consciousness is often simmering below the surface of many of these films as well. [11] To better understand how these films forward eco-activism we can consider their modes of testimony.
While the more explicitly eco-focused films of the symposium and festival work with testimonies that conjure powerful imagery of what one might call the 'ecological Indian' in his or her various guises, many other films offer oblique testimonies that are important to consider.
Forms of eco-testimony: From explicit to implicit eco-imaginations
Testimony, as Shoshana Felman writes, occurs 'when the facts upon which justice must pronounce its verdict are not clear, when historical accuracy is in doubt, and when both truth and its supporting materials are called into question'. [12] The NAFVF 2011 program included many films with protagonists that testify to the sufferings and resilience of traditionally marginalised communities. However, when one considers the notion of the eco-testimony the person relating it and the manner in which they do so can be broadly categorised into four types: three reference the trope of the ecological Indian in different ways, one absents it completely. Each category of testifier orients a particular eco-activist imperative which in turn serves to engage the NAFVF audience in various ways.
The ecological Indian is a historically significant trope that speaks to Indigenous relationships with nature 
